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News, real or not, travels faster than ever with the rise of social media platforms. Nearly everyone, 
everywhere, is capable of generating and disseminating information to large volumes of potential 
consumers. This information is often out of the direct control of the destination, business, or other 
entity for whom the news relates; it is unowned media. When a destination receives a flurry of attention 
from these various sources, either good or bad, several important questions arise in attempting to 
understand their impacts: (1) how long do these impressions last in potential visitor’s minds? And, (2) do 
these events/images influence travel planning?  
 
With such a significant volume of visitors and potential visitors utilizing/accessing unowned media, 
perceptions of Montana can be substantially influenced by forces outside the state and its tourism 
partners. Exposure to these sources generate attitudes towards Montana, both positive and negative, 
and thus desire to visit or avoid Montana as a travel destination. Increasing volumes of information 
online falls in the realm of user generated content (UGC). This is especially true of social media sites and 
customer review sites. Though not UGC, traditional media also plays in as social media turns those 
media originated stories viral. UGC is often real time, or close to it, data that provides insights to current 
trends in visitor (or potential visitor) attitudes and can be constructively used by tourism partners to get 
ahead of poor media coverage or to prepare following good coverage. 
 
Several recent examples have shown the potential to influence travelers: 2017 fire season, 2016 
Yellowstone River closure, bear attacks and other negative wildlife encounters, Find Your Park 
Campaign, etc. Additionally, there has been a growing concern over the presence and notoriety of 
extremist groups, such as the Militia of Montana and the Montana Freeman. In fact, a 2020 analysis 
from the Southern Poverty Law Center found that Montana had the highest number of hate groups per 
capita in the entire country (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2021).  
 
The presence of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated public health safety measures that 
accompany it (i.e., state-wide mask mandates, social distancing, capacity limits for indoor events, etc.) 
are objects of curiosity for many tourism partners across the country. With the increasing use of social 
media within society, how does the information generated on social media about Montana effect 
visitors and their willingness to travel to the state? Do certain viral media stories paint Montana in a 
positive or negative light? On what platforms are these discussions taking place? This study was 
designed to look at those concerns.  
Purpose 
The overall purpose of this study is to build a better understanding of the degree to which unowned 
media, particularly social media, influences traveler behavior and perceptions of Montana, whether 
positive or negative. A secondary purpose is to provide specificity to the level and type of social media 
use that some visitors to Montana engage in (i.e., what platforms are they on, how does this vary by 
age, how often do they use specific platforms, etc.).  
Objectives 
• Assess level of influence of User Generated Content on visitor perceptions and travel decisions. 
• Assess awareness of a selection of positive or negative events related to Montana and the 
length of time they may influence travel.  




Social media has become an integral part of everyday life for people all across the globe. Platforms, like 
Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, and WeChat (to name only a few), are used by one-in-three 
people worldwide, and more than two-thirds of all internet users are on social media (Ospina, 2018). 
According to the Pew Research Center, 72% of people in the United States engage in some form of social 
media use (Pew Research Center, 2019). Coupled with the increasing prevalence of smartphones in 
society, consumers are routinely finding new ways to access news, make purchases, plan trips, and meet 
new people. In 2008, it was reported that the average American adult spent less than three hours a day 
engaging with digital media, only spending an average of 18 minutes per day engaging digital media on 
their mobile device (Ospina, 2019). By 2018, that number had increased to over six hours a day with 
mobile use now encompassing over half of all use at three hours and thirty-six minutes per day (Ospina, 
2019).  
 
Since the early 2000s, different social media platforms have been the most popular platform, beginning 
in 2005 with MySpace. At one point in 2006, MySpace temporarily surpassed Google as the most visited 
website in the U.S. (Ospina, 2018). Other platforms, like Flickr, Reddit, and YouTube, were also early 
developers in the digital media sphere. However, since its arrival, one social media platform has reigned 
king over the digital landscape: Facebook. Beginning with 100 million users in 2008, Facebook grew their 
user base to more than 2.3 billion users in 2019, far and away claiming the top spot as the most used 
social media platform in the world. In terms of their user base, YouTube, Instagram, and WeChat follow 
Facebook as most popular; each possessing more than one billion users worldwide (Ospina, 2019). Social 
media has also become a part of many people’s daily routine, with 65% of Facebook users and 60% of 
Instagram users visiting their respective platforms at least once a day (Pew Research Center, 2019). 
Newer sites, like TikTok, have gained followers at an impressive pace; gaining about 20 million new users 
per month from 2016 to 2018 (Ospina, 2018). Interestingly, the number of users on other social media 
sites have reportedly not changed much since 2018. These were the more established sites like 
Facebook that gained followers when first established, and then plateaued (Perrin & Anderson, 2020). 
 
Although social media platforms feature users from all walks of life, all social media platforms don’t 
possess the same popularity across all age groups. Overall, social media use is more prevalent among 
the younger population (e.g., those 30 years old or younger), although some platforms have become 
popular with the older generations. As more Americans used social media, the user base grew to include 
a broader population (Pew Research Center, 2019). In the United States, Facebook and YouTube appear 
to be the most used platforms by those 65 and older. Platforms like Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter 
are used much less frequently by individuals 65 years and older.  
 
With respect to travel and tourism, social media has become a tool for many travelers. They use it to 
plan where to go, where to find activities and restaurants, as well as to find accommodations at their 
travel destination. Information on social media sites are recognized as a source that may influence travel 
decision making for potential travelers (Kang & Schuett, 2013). The tourism industry has changed so 
drastically, that the term “Travel 2.0” was coined to explain the evolution of the tourism industry in the 
new age of increased access to travel information and interaction online (Dwityas & Briandana, 2017). 
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Social media has been recognized to influence a tourist’s decision-making process in every part of the 
trip: pre-trip, during trip, and post-trip (Sigala et al., 2012), making it important in every step of the 
traveling process.  
 
With the ability to access an increasing amount of information from across the world, social media has 
drastically changed the more physical, and traditional, idea of the purchasing process for goods of all 
types. The traditional view of company and consumer relationships is that the consumer starts with an 
array of potential brands and narrows down their choice. After their purchase or experience, their 
interaction continues with that product. With the use of social media, “a more sophisticated view of 
how consumers engage with brands has emerged” (Hudson & Thal, 2013). Traditionally, there are four 
stages of a consumer’s journey to a product: 1) consider; 2) evaluate; 3) buy; and 4) 
enjoy/advocate/bond. Studies show that with social media, the “evaluate” and “advocate” stages are 
especially important (Hudson & Thal, 2013). These steps are often based in customer-to-customer 
interaction and may involve user generated content.  
 
User generated content is defined as a text, video, images, reviews, etc., on social media created by a 
person rather than a brand or company. User generated content is seen to be the opposite of traditional 
marketing because content is generated by the consumer rather than the marketer (Cox et al, 2009). 
“User generated content is clearly affecting travel consumer decisions… almost half of travel purchasers 
used consumer generated content in their travel planning, and nearly one third said that they found the 
input useful” (O’Connor, 2008). In 2007, it was estimated that user generated content influenced more 
than $10 billion annually in online travel (Cox et al., 2009). Facebook groups and other social media 
groups have grown in popularity in recent years for users to ask questions of other members and to 
share their experiences. For example, social media users have self-created “friends” groups for many 
National Parks (e.g., Friends of Glacier National Park). 
 
Findings from a 2015 study on social media in the context of travel information searches showed that a 
traveler’s perceptions of the value of social media determines their social media usage. This value is, 
“defined in terms of performance (quality) and price, that is, a cognitive trade-off between costs and 
benefits” (Chung & Koo, 2015). Overall, the results of this study show that information reliability and 
enjoyment were found to be important factors in social media usage for travel information.  
 
Tourism is an integral part of the Montana economy, bringing in an estimated 12.6 million nonresident 
visitors and $3.6 billion dollars into the state (ITRR, 2020). There is a small body of literature from the 
state of Montana pertaining to how regions in Montana can use social media to attract visitors and, 
more recently, using ad campaigns to encourage safe travel during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study 
aims to better understand how social media and user generated content affect travelers’ views of 




This study utilized an online survey methodology using the experience management survey program 
Qualtrics to assist in the data collection process. The sample is drawn from ITRR's online travel panel, 
utilizing registered members who were intercepted within Montana during a previous visit and have 
agreed to participate in additional travel related studies. The panel is continuously increasing in 
members as more are added each year. Individuals may be removed at any time they no longer wish to 
participate. While ITRR maintains both resident and nonresident panels, for the purposes of this survey, 
only members of the panel who were nonresidents of Montana were contacted to participate. Upon 
completion of the survey, respondents were asked if they would like to be entered into a drawing for a 
$100 Visa gift card as an added incentive offered to increase the overall response rate. Data were 
analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), Microsoft Excel, and NVIVO Pro 11. 
Survey design 
A set of questions was developed to assess respondents’ overall social media use. This included the 
types of social media platforms used, how often they use them, and to what degree they trust these 
social media sites in relation to other sources of travel information.  
 
The majority of the questions were related to social media use, particularly pertaining travel to 
Montana. Respondents were asked about information sources used when planning trips to Montana, 
purposes of their trips to Montana, how social media influenced the activities they participated in on 
those trips, and their reasons for wanting or not wanting to visit Montana as a result of social media 
content they had seen online. Several open-ended questions were also included, prompting 
respondents to provide deeper insight to questions they had previously answered.  
 
Since participants would be completing the survey on their own time, there was not as significant 
burden in creating a questionnaire that must be answered in a prompt fashion, which is generally the 
case when surveys are conducted in-person. In addition, the survey questionnaire featured both 
qualitative and quantitative questions which allowed for a depth of explanation to be paired with a 
robust collection of precise data. Age, income, level of education, race,  and gender were all asked of 
respondents as well. The full survey is provided in Appendix A and supplemental tables and figures are 
provided in Appendix B.   
Limitations 
This study was limited to nonresidents of Montana who were members of the ITRR travel panel who had 
previously agreed to participate in future research projects. These respondents had all been to Montana 
in the past. However, these results should not be interpreted to represent all travelers to Montana.  
Response rate 
The survey instrument was sent out to 6,876 registered members of the travel panel. Of those 6,876 
members, 14 emails failed to send and 671 emails bounced. In total, 1,808 surveys were started with 
1,797 responses being completed and submitted via the Qualtrics online survey software. One follow-up 
email was sent out for more responses. Response rate is difficult to calculate as emails may not have 
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been opened or received by the respondent. Therefore, a final comprehensive response rate is not 
provided, however, if all sent messages were opened, the minimum response rate level would be 29% 




When discussing social media use, arguably the most important variable determining an individual’s 
relationship to social media (i.e., specific platform, time spent, number of platforms used, etc.) is their 
age. Overall, the age of survey respondents skewed towards an older demographic with 46% (n = 709) of 
respondents reporting an age of 65 years or older. Another 35% (n=539) of respondents indicated they 
were between the ages of 50 – 64 years old, while only 18% (n=280) were under the age of 40. The 
average respondent was just short of their 61st birthday (x ̅= 60.80 years old). When comparing 
respondents to the typical traveler to Montana from 2019 (the last year with robust annual data), 
travelers from 2019 were slightly younger with an average age of 57 years old.  
Question: What is your age? 
Table 1: Age 
 N % 
18 - 29 34 2% 
30 - 49 246 16% 
50 - 64 539 35% 
65 + 709 46% 
Total 1,528 100% 
Average age = 60.80 years old 
 
Respondents to the survey were a highly educated group, with 68% (n=1,045) holding either a 4-year 
college degree (34%) or an advanced degree (34%). The next highest level of completed education was 
some college, with 12% (n=180) of respondents selecting that option. Table 2 provides respondents’ 
highest levels of completed education. 




Table 2: Education 
  N % 
Advanced degree 523 34% 
4-year college degree 522 34% 
Some college 180 12% 
2-year college degree 136 9% 
Vocational/Trade school 109 7% 
High school graduate 79 5% 
Less than high school 5 0% 
Total 1,554 100% 
 
Respondents were also fairly well off financially, with 28% (n=409) of respondents reporting an annual 
household income between $100,000 to $149,999, followed by 20% (n=299) of respondents claiming an 
annual household income between $75,000 and $99,999. A majority of respondents (52%, n=766) 
reported an annual household income of at least $100,000 per year. When compared to the typical 
traveler to Montana from 2019, only 43% of visitors in 2019 had an annual household income over 
$100,000 (compared to 52% in this study) while 16% of visitors had an income of less than $50,000. 
Table 3 displays information regarding respondents’ annual household incomes. 
Question: Which category represents your annual household income? 
Table 3: Annual Household Income 
  N % 
$100,000 to $149,999 409 28% 
$75,000 to $99,999 299 20% 
$50,000 to $74,999 257 17% 
$200,000 or more 195 13% 
$150,000 to $199,999 162 11% 
$25,000 to $49,999 121 8% 
Less than $25,000 32 2% 
Total 1,475 100% 
 
Respondents were overwhelmingly white, with 96% (n=1,486) of those who selected a race identifying 
as Caucasian. Respondents who were Asian, Hispanic, Native American, or Pacific Islanders all 
represented 1% (n=62) of the overall response category, respectively. African Americans and/or black 
individuals made up less than 1% (n=4) of all respondents.  
Question: Which of these categories best describes your race (Select all that apply)? 
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Table 4: Race 
  N % 
White 1,486 96% 
Asian 23 1% 
Hispanic 22 1% 
American Native or Alaska Native 9 1% 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 8 1% 
Black or African American 4 0% 
Total 1,552 100% 
 
Lastly, respondents were asked to provide information about their gender. A majority of respondents 
(58%, n=885) were male, followed by 42% (n=639) who were female. Those who identified as nonbinary 
or “other” made up less than 1% (n=3) of all respondents. These figures are nearly identical to data that 
were gathered by ITRR in 2019 which also found a 58-42 split between male and female respondents, 
respectively.  
Visitor Characteristics 
Thirty-nine percent of respondents stated their last trip to Montana was in 2020, followed by 31% 
(n=479) visiting in 2019, and 13% (n=201) visiting during 2018. Including those who had visited Montana 
in the early months of 2021, 86% (n=1,140) of respondents visited Montana within the last three years. 
Only a small percentage of respondents (10%) had not visited Montana within the last six years. 
Question: What year was your last trip to Montana? 
Table 5: Last Montana Trip 
  N % 
Before 2016 90 6% 
2016 56 4% 
2017 79 5% 
2018 201 13% 
2019 479 31% 
2020 598 39% 
2021 42 3% 
Total 1,545 100% 
 
When asked the primary reason of their trip, a slight majority (51%, n=812) of respondents chose 
vacation/recreation/pleasure. Visiting friends, relatives, or arriving for a family event also brought 
individuals to Montana, with 23% (n=370) selecting that option. The next reason for visitation was 
simply “just passing through”, with 13% (n=209) of respondents selecting that option. For comparison, 
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only 38% of respondents in ITRR’s 2019 data selected vacation/recreation/pleasure as the primary 
reason for their trip, followed by 27% who said they were just passing through, and 18% who stated 
they were visiting friends/relatives or arriving for a family event.  
Question: What was the primary reason for your trip? 
Table 6: Primary Reason for Trip 
  N % 
Vacation/recreation/pleasure 812 51% 
Visit friends/relatives/family event 370 23% 
Just passing through 209 13% 
Other 84 5% 
Business/convention/meeting 83 5% 
Shopping 34 2% 
Total 1,592 100% 
 
Respondents appeared to be familiar with Montana, with only 8% (n=132) of respondents claiming they 
had visited Montana only one time. Conversely, 39% (n=606) of respondents stated they had visited 
Montana at least 20 times in their life, representing the largest overall response category. Thirty-four 
percent of respondents (n=530) had visited Montana anywhere from 2-10 times, followed by 11% 
(n=169) who had made 10-15 visits.   
Question: How many times have you visited Montana? 
Table 7: Number of Visits to Montana 
  N % 
Once 132 8% 
2 - 10 530 34% 
10 - 15 169 11% 
16 - 20 127 8% 
20 + 606 39% 
Total 1,564 100% 
 
The top activity respondents participated in while visiting Montana was scenic driving, with 77% 
(n=1,379) of respondents selecting the activity. Fifty-nine percent of respondents (n=1,063) participated 
in visiting historical sites, followed by 56% (n=999) involved in day hiking, and 53% (n=955) partaking in 
viewing wildlife. Activities like nature photography and fishing/fly-fishing, only saw 30% (n=546) and 
22% (n=389), respectively. For comparison, respondents reported higher participation rates for nearly all 
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activities in this study when compared to 2019 data, especially for activities like visiting historical sites 
(+40%), day hiking (+20%), and visiting museums (+26%).  
Question: What activities do you participate in when visiting Montana? 
Table 8: Activities Participated in While in Montana 
 N % 
Scenic driving 1,379 77% 
Visiting historical sites 1,063 59% 
Day Hiking 999 56% 
Wildlife Watching 955 53% 
Visit museums 680 38% 
Car/RV Camping 616 34% 
Visit local breweries 580 32% 
Recreational Shopping 567 32% 
Nature Photography 546 30% 
Fishing/Fly fishing 389 22% 
 
Consistent with other annual travel data recorded by ITRR, 76% (n=1,179) of respondents stated their 
main mode of transportation into the state was a car or truck. Another 12% (n=184) entered the state 
via an airplane, followed by 10% (n=150) who entered in a RV.  Only 2% (n=37) reported using a 
motorcycle as their main mode of transportation. Data captured in this question reflect similar trend 
data captured by ITRR during its annual 2019 Nonresident Visitor Survey. 
Question: What was your main mode of entry on your last trip to Montana? 
Table 9: Mode of Entry 
  N % 
Car or truck 1,179 76% 
Airplane 184 12% 
RV 150 10% 
Motorcycle 37 2% 
Other 6 <1% 
Train 5 <1% 
Total 1,561 100% 
 
When describing who they were traveling with, 37% (n=584) of respondents reported traveling as a 
couple, followed by 29% (n=457) traveling with their immediate family and 18% (n=279) traveling alone. 
10 
 
Only 7% (n=104) of respondents reported traveling with their family and friends while 6% (n=93) 
reported traveling with just their friends. Similar to the question above, data captured in this question 
reflect similar trend data captured by ITRR with a one exception - the number of respondents in this 
survey who reported traveling to Montana by themselves (18%) was 13% lower than data captured in 
2019 (31%).  
Question: Who were you traveling with on your last trip to Montana? 
Table 10: Travel Group 
  N % 
Couple 584 37% 
Immediate family 457 29% 
Self 279 18% 
Family and friends 104 7% 
Friends 93 6% 
Extended family 24 2% 
Business associates 16 1% 
Organized group or club 5 <1% 
Total 1,562 100% 
 
Respondents were also asked if they had a second home or condo in Montana. In the initial phases of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, reports surfaced of individuals spending increased time at their second home 
or property – generally located in areas outside of dense population centers like cities. As a state that 
features many second-home owners and a low population density, respondents were asked whether 
they owned a second home in Montana as well as the amount of time they spent in Montana as direct 
result of the pandemic.  
 
Only 7% (n=114) of respondents reported they owned a second home or condo in Montana. Of those 
individuals who did have a second home, 33% (n=39) said they did in fact spend an extended amount of 
time at their second home specifically due to COVID-19.  
Question: Do you own a second home Montana? 
Table 11: Do You Own a Second Home or Condo in Montana 
 N % 
Yes 117 7% 
No 1,446 93% 
Total 1,563 100% 
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Question: Did you spend an extended amount of time at your second home due to 
COVID-19? 
Table 12: Did You Spend Extended Time at Your Second Home due to COVID-19 
 N % 
Yes 39 33% 
No 78 67% 
Total 117 100% 
 
Social Media Use 
Beginning with an overview of their social media use, an overwhelming majority of respondents (86%, 
n=1,540) stated they had used at least one social media platform in the last year. For younger 
respondents (ages 18 – 29), 100% (n=34) reported they had used social media within the last year. 
Comparatively, 95% (n=234) of respondents ages 30-49 had used social media within the last year, while 
88% (n=539) of those 50 – 64 and 82% (n=709) of those 65 and over had done the same. When 
comparing these findings to similar work conducted on a national level, results from this study indicate 
higher than average social media use by all age categories. According to a 2019 survey from the Pew 
Research Center, only 40% of Americans 65 and over had used social media within the last year, while 
69% of those 50 – 64 years old had similar social media use.  
Question: Have you used at least one social media platform in the last year? 
Table 13: Social Media Use Within Previous Year 
  N % 
Yes 1,540 86% 
No 246 14% 
Total 1,786 100% 
 
Of the social media sites that respondents indicated they had used in the last year, the most popular and 
widely used platform was Facebook, with 72% (n=1,287) of respondents claiming use. YouTube was a 
close second, with 64% (n=1,143) of respondents using the platform within the last year, followed by 
Instagram with 34% (n=614). Newer platforms or social media sites that are popular with younger 
demographic groups, like Snapchat and TikTok, only reported use by 10% (n=177) and 8% (n=122) of 




Question: Which of the following online social media sites have you use in the last 
year? 
Table 14: Social Media Sites Used by Respondents 
  N % 
Facebook 1,287 72% 
YouTube 1,143 64% 
Instagram 614 34% 
Pinterest 499 28% 
LinkedIn 482 27% 
Twitter 356 20% 
WhatsApp 300 17% 
Snapchat 177 10% 
Reddit 139 8% 
TikTok 122 7% 
Other 88 5% 
 
When inquiring about the specific social media use habits of respondents, Facebook again was the most 
popular with 58% (n=749) of respondents indicating they used the platform daily. An additional 28% 
(n=359) of respondents stated they used Facebook on at least weekly basis. Instagram had the second 
highest daily use rate, with 46% (n=279) of respondents reporting daily use followed by 34% (n=119) 
using Twitter daily. Other social media sites, like LinkedIn and Pinterest, reported lower daily use rates 
with respondents indicating they used those platforms on a more month to month basis.  
 
It should be noted that the reported daily social media use rates from this study are much lower than 
use rates reported in other studies of U.S. adults. For instance, according to the most recent data 
collected by the Pew Research Center, 70% of respondents said they visited Facebook daily, while half of 
those respondents indicated they visited the platform several times per day. Similarly, users of 
Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube, and Twitter all reported higher daily use rates nationally when compared 
to the results found in this study. It could be the case that the respondents of this survey do in fact use 
social media at a lower rate than the average U.S. adult. It could also be the case that the daily use rates 
from this study were influenced by the average age of respondents (x ̅= 60.80 years old).  The number of 
social media platforms used by an individual goes down as the age of respondents increases. Likewise, 
the average amount of time spent on social media decreases for older individuals, partly due to the 
likelihood they are on fewer platforms to begin with. Below in Table 15 are respondents’ use rates of 
social media. In Figure 1, the use rates have been condensed to represent three categories: daily use, 
weekly use, and use less than once a week.  
Question: How often do you use [Insert social media site]? 
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Table 15: Social Media Use by Platform 
Platform Daily 4-6 times a week 










Facebook 58% 12% 10% 6% 6% 8% 1,283 
Instagram 46% 13% 13% 12% 9% 7% 611 
Twitter 34% 10% 18% 13% 11% 16% 353 
Reddit 29% 6% 12% 13% 17% 23% 139 
WhatsApp 27% 10% 9% 13% 16% 26% 297 
Snapchat 27% 15% 7% 15% 16% 21% 173 
YouTube 23% 16% 21% 15% 17% 10% 1,139 
TikTok 22% 10% 16% 16% 12% 26% 121 
Pinterest 12% 9% 16% 18% 21% 24% 494 
LinkedIn 10% 5% 16% 21% 19% 29% 481 
 
Figure 1: Social Media Use by Platform 
 
 
Of the respondents who said they used at least one social media site, 46% (n=653) stated they used 























































Daily Weekly Less Than Once a week
14 
 
social media at least two to three hours per day, with another 12% (n=171) reporting daily use under 60 
minutes. Overall, the average time spent by respondents was 1.70 hours per day, or roughly one hour 
and 42 minutes. Table 16 shows respondents daily use habits as they relate to social media. Due to the 
presence of outliers within the data, a 10% trimmed mean 1 was applied to the overall social media use 
times to present a more normal distribution.  
Question: In total, how many hours a day would you say you spend on social media 
sites? 
Table 16: Average Daily Social Media Use 
  N % 
1 - 2 Hours 653 46% 
2 - 3 Hours 371 26% 
Less than 60 minutes 171 12% 
3 - 4 Hours 110 8% 
5 + Hours 57 4% 
4 - 5 Hours 55 4% 
Total 1,417 100% 
Average time spent on social media sites = 1.70 Hours per day  
 
As stated in the introduction, one of the goals of this study was to assess the level of influence of User 
Generated Content on visitor perceptions and travel decisions. Respondents were asked to give insight 
to their level of trust regarding the social media platforms they personally used. Respondents were not 
asked to select the social media site they trusted the most in general, rather, they were asked to select 
the social media site they trusted the most for trip planning and travel decisions. Facebook, again, was 
the top selection with 45% (n=662) of respondents selecting the platform, followed by YouTube (25%, 
n=375), and Instagram (11%, n=167).  
 
This question also served an additional purpose - the response selected in this question would serve as 
the item of comparison for questions later on in the survey. Those questions focused on how 
respondents rate their most trusted social media site for travel decisions in relation to other forms of 
information like Google, travel websites, and family and friends. For those results, see the following 
page. Below in Table 17 are the social media platforms respondents found trustworthy for travel 
decisions and trip planning.  
                                                          
1 A trimmed mean is a way of computing the mean that removes a certain percentage of the smallest and largest 
values within the data, in this case 10%. This is done to reduce the impact outliers have on the traditional mean, 
painting a more realistic interpretation of the information.  
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Question: Of the social media sites you use, which one are you most likely to trust for 
travel decisions and trip planning? 
Table 17: Most Trusted Social Media Site for Travel Decisions and Trip Planning 
  N % 
Facebook 662 45% 
YouTube 375 25% 
Instagram 167 11% 
Pinterest 81 6% 
LinkedIn 57 4% 
Reddit 40 3% 
Other 38 3% 
WhatsApp 31 2% 
Twitter 30 2% 
TikTok 3 <1% 
Snapchat 2 <1% 
 
Using their answer from the previous question, respondents were then given a series of questions 
focused on how respondents rate their most trusted social media site for travel decisions in relation to 
other forms of information. For example, if a respondent selected Facebook as their most trusted social 
media platform for travel decisions, the question would read as follows: Please rate your level of 
agreement with the following statements – I trust Facebook for travel decisions and trip planning more 
than: search engines (e.g., Google), other official travel websites (e.g., booking.com), travel brochures, 
review sites (e.g., Yelp, TripAdvisor, commercial operators, visitor centers, travel guides (e.g., 
guidebooks), and family and friends. Respondents were asked to respond using a Likert-scale, ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A mean value over 3.0 would indicate that respondents 
agreed with the statement and therefore trusted the social media platform over the other source of 
information it is being compared to. Conversely, if respondents reported a mean below 3.0 that would 
indicate respondents had more trust in the comparative information source rather than the associated 
social media platform.  
 
Of the social media sites used by respondents, only eight reported a sample size over 30 (other social 
media sites were not included in this analysis due to their small sample size). Those social media 
platforms with a large enough sample size were Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Pinterest, LinkedIn, 
Reddit, WhatsApp, and Twitter.  
Social Media Use by Age 
 
As outlined in the literature review, social media use patterns vary by age. For this particular study, 
there is evidence to indicate that this is also the case. Social media use rates were analyzed using the 
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same age categories outlined in the demographics section. For each of the four age groups reported, at 
least 80% of respondents within each group reported using social media within the last year. Of the 18-
29-year-old group (n=34), all respondents indicated they had used social media within the last year. This 
percent of use steadily declined the older a respondent was, with 95% of those between the 30-49 
(n=246) reporting social media use, followed by 88% of those 50-64 (n=539), and 82% of those 65 and 
over (n=709).  
 
Table 18: Social Media Use - Age 
 
 
Of all the social media sites used by respondents, the three platforms with the highest reported use 
were Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram (see Table 6). These three platforms were selected for further 
analysis between age groups. Regarding Facebook, the age group with the highest daily use rate were 
respondents between the ages of 30-49, with 65% using the platform on a daily basis. Sixty percent of 
those between 50-64 years old reported daily use, as well as 56% of those 65 years and older. However, 
only 33% of younger respondents (18-29) reported using Facebook daily, with 50% opting to use the 
platform on a more weekly basis. Below in Figure 2 are the varying use rates between age groups. 
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Although respondents selected YouTube as their second most used platform, it is used with much less 
frequency than other popular social media sites. For example, only 33% of those between the ages of 
30-49 reported using YouTube on a daily basis – the highest daily use rate among any age group. At least 
48% of respondents from each age group reported using YouTube on a weekly basis, with those 
between 18-29 years old reporting the highest weekly use at 63%. Overall, respondents who were over 
the age of 65 reported the lowest frequency of use, with 32% using the platform on a more monthly 
basis while only 17% reported using it on a daily basis. Below in Figure 3 are the corresponding use rates 
for each age group.  
  
Figure 3: YouTube Use by Age 
 
 
Other than newer social media platforms like Snapchat and TikTok, perhaps no other platform highlights 
the differences between age groups and their use rates better than Instagram. Respondents under the 
age of 50 reported significantly higher use rates when referencing Instagram. Seventy percent of 
respondents between 18-29 years old reported using Instagram on a daily basis while the other 30% 
reported they used it at least once a week. Similarly, 61% of respondents between 30-49 years old used 
Instagram daily while 33% used it at least one a week. Only 33% of respondents 65 years or older 
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Figure 4: Instagram Use by Age 
 
 
The final age group analysis focused on understanding the different amounts of time spent on social 
media by different age groups. For respondents over the age of 30, the most common amount of time 
spent on social media was roughly 1 -2 hours per day. For those respondents 65 and over, 53% stated 
they spend 1 – 2 hours per day on social media. For respondents who were under the age of 30, 30% 
said they spend roughly 2 -3 hours per day, with another 27% reported 1 -2 hours of use per day. Only 
6% of respondents under the age of 30 reported less than 60 minutes of social media use per day. In 
fact, 18% of those under the age of 30 reported using social media at least 4-5 hours per day, 11% more 
use for that time range than another age group. Below, Figure 5 displays the time spent on social media 
for each reported age group.  
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Trip Planning and Social Media 
Trip Planning  
 
Respondents were also asked to provide information regarding their typical behavior when planning 
trips to Montana. Respondents were provided with a list of trip planning sources and asked to elaborate 
on how they use certain sources (if used at all) before arriving in Montana and while they’re in the state. 
Regarding their information use prior to arriving in Montana, the top three most used resources were 
Google (46%, n=827), family and/or close friends (35%, n=623), and other websites, such as Yelp or 
TripAdvisor (32%, n=570). Other information sources, like podcasts and affiliated organizations (e.g., 
non-profits, school, AAA, etc.), reported lower use from respondents with 2% (n=32) and 10% (n=174), 
respectively.  
 
Once respondents arrived in Montana, road signs became their go-to information source with 49% 
(n=873) of respondents relying on that information. Similar to the information sources used before 
arriving, Google (43%, n=769) and family and/or friends (33%, n=589) continued to be useful sources of 
information for respondents. Conversely, information sources like podcasts (1%, n=16) and other 
organizations (4%, n=69) were of little use to respondents once they arrived in Montana. The 
information sources respondents used are listed below in in Figure 6. 
Question: For each information source listed below, please indicate when and how 
you used it – Used while in Montana. 
Figure 6: Information Sources Used Before Arriving and While in Montana 
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Respondents were then given the same set of information sources and asked to provide their purpose 
for using the information. Respondents were asked if the information was used to determine where to 
go in Montana as well if it was used to learn about available activities in the state. Similar to the 
previous questions regarding when information sources were used, respondents used sources like 
Google (44%, n=786), road signs (37%, n=662), and family and/or close friends (31%, n=547) to 
determine where to go in Montana.  
 
When looking to learn about activities that are available in Montana, respondents again turned to 
familiar sources like Google (37%, n=660) and family and/or close friends (28%, n=494). Respondents 
also reported using the state’s travel website (21%, n=368) as well as other websites like Yelp or 
TripAdvisor (21%, n=371) to learn more about what to do while visiting Montana. Much like the previous 
section of questions, respondents had little use for information from organizations (e.g., non-profits, 
school, AAA, etc.) or podcasts when it came to determine where to go and what to do while in Montana. 
The information sources respondents used and their purpose are listed below in Figure 7. 
Question: For each information source listed below, please indicate when and how 
you used it – Purpose of information use. 
Figure 7: Intended Purpose of Information Sources 
 
Planning Horizon 
When asked how far in advance they planned their most recent trip to Montana, 24% (n=389) of 
respondents stated they began planning 1-2 months before traveling. Overall, 63% (n=1,008) of 
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respondents began planning their trip to Montana at least 1-2 months in advance of their arrival. Figure 
8 provides respondents’ timeframes for planning their most recent trip to Montana.  
 
When asked how far in advance they typically begin planning to visit tourist destinations other than 
Montana, 30% (n=484) of respondents stated that planning takes place 3-5 months before arrival. In 
addition, 74% (n=1,190) of respondents stated they begin planning their trips to other destinations at 
least 1-2 months before arrival at their destination. It appears that when visiting Montana, respondents 
required a shorter trip planning window before arriving to the state than they would have if they were 
visiting another destination. This could be due to respondents’ familiarity with traveling to the state or it 
could be the result of respondents living in close proximity of Montana. Figure 8 provides respondents’ 
typical timeframes for planning to visit destinations other than Montana, and illustrates differences in 
respondents’ typical timeframes for planning trips to Montana in comparison to other destinations.  
Question: How far in advance did you plan this most recent trip vs. How far in 
advance do you typically begin planning to visit a tourist destination other than 
Montana? 
Figure 8: Trip Planning Comparison - Montana vs. Other Travel Destinations 
 
 
If respondents reported some type of social media use, they were asked to rate their level of agreement 
pertaining to seven statements about their use of social media in the planning phase of their trip to 
Montana. All statements used a Likert scale ranging from 1-5, with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being 













































How far in advance did you plan this most recent trip to Montana?
How far in advance do you typically begin planning to visit tourist destinations other than Montana?
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online reviews to determine what destinations made GOOD impressions on others. Forty-eight percent 
of respondents (n=643) agreed with this statement, while another 16% (n=215) strongly agreed, 
producing the highest response mean of 3.52. Respondents also agreed that comments they see about 
Montana on social media are generally true, with 37% (n=495) agreeing with that statement, producing 
a mean of 3.45. In addition, respondents agreed over their use of online reviews to determine what 
destinations made BAD impressions on others, with 42% (n=563) agreeing to that statement producing a 
mean of 3.29.  
 
Conversely, respondents did not agree with the statement, “I am more likely to travel to Montana than 
other places during the COVID-19 pandemic because of what I have seen on social media”. Twenty-six 
percent of respondents (n=351) strongly disagreed with that statement, while another 13% (n=179) 
disagreed. Overall, the statement carried the second lowest mean of all statements (2.54). The 
statement respondents most strongly disagreed with, however, had to do with their ability to be 
persuaded in their travel decisions by influential organizations or individuals on social media (e.g., 
Influencers) more than the information they received from the state of Montana (e.g., visitmt.com). 
Twenty-nine percent of respondents (n=383) strongly disagreed with that statement and another 21% 
(n=279) disagreed. That statement carried the lowest overall mean at 2.44. Table 19 provides 
respondents’ level of agreement with all seven statements, as well as their mean and sample size. 
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Question: Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements: 
Table 19: Assessments of Social Media and Its Impact on Travel Decisions 







Agree Strongly Agree Mean N 
I often read other travelers' online reviews to know what 
destinations made GOOD impressions on others. 10% 8% 18% 48% 16% 3.52 1,347 
Comments about Montana on social media are generally 
true.  1% 6% 48% 37% 8% 3.45 1,351 
I often read other travelers' online reviews to know what 
destinations made BAD impressions on others. 11% 10% 27% 42% 10% 3.29 1,340 
The posts and videos I see on social media influence the 
sights and experiences I seek out once I am in Montana. 12% 11% 29% 42% 7% 3.20 1,345 
The posts and videos I see on social media influence where 
I visit in Montana. 13% 12% 32% 37% 6% 3.10 1,344 
I am more likely to travel to Montana than other places 
during the COVID-19 pandemic because of what I have 
seen on social media. 
26% 13% 45% 11% 5% 2.54 1,343 
Individuals and organizations I follow on social media 
influence my travel decisions more than information I 
receive from the state of Montana. 




As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Montana Office of Tourism and Business Development began 
running a campaign called Montana Aware. The campaign was designed to ensure visitors had the 
resources they needed to make informed travel decisions while visiting Montana during the pandemic. 
Along with including recommendations for the best public health practices while visiting, the Montana 
Aware campaign also aimed to provide information specific to all travel regions within Montana. 
Respondents were asked if they were at all familiar with the campaign. Twenty-three percent of 
respondents indicated they had heard about the campaign while the other 77% (n=1,214) had not. To 
examine the reach of the Montana Aware campaign, respondents were asked if they had visited 
Montana during the COVID-19 pandemic - which, for the purposes of this survey, was specified as 
beginning in March 2020. Overall, 35% (n=556) of respondents stated they had visited Montana at least 
once since March of 2020. 
Question: Have you seen the Montana Aware campaign for safe traveling in Montana 
during COVID-19? 







Question: Have you visited Montana during the COVID-19 pandemic (Since March 
2020)? 
Table 21: Visitation to Montana During COVID-19 Pandemic 
 N % 
Yes 556 35% 
No 1,012 65% 
Total 1,568 100% 
 
Respondents who said they did not visit Montana during the COVID-19 pandemic were asked to provide 
more information as to why they didn’t visit. Of the 1,002 respondents who answered the question, 52% 
(n=520) said they did not visit Montana because they had their plans cancelled due to COVID-19. 
Conversely, 43% (n=433) of respondents said they had no plans/no intention to visit Montana in 2020.  
 N % 
Yes 354 23% 
No 1,214 77% 
Total 1,568 100% 
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Question: If you have not visited Montana during the COVID-19 pandemic, why not? 
Table 22: Reasons for Not Visiting Montana During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 N % 
Plans canceled due to COVID-19 520 52% 
Had no plans/intention to visit 433 43% 
Plans canceled due to other 
circumstances (e.g., personal, other 
illness, scheduling conflicts, etc.) 
49 5% 
Total 1,002 100% 
 
Those individuals who’s plans to visit Montana were canceled due to COVID-19 were asked to identify 
which sources of information influenced their travel decisions during the pandemic. Of the 520 
respondents who fit this category, 68% (n = 354) reported using the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
regarding their personal travel decisions during the COVID-19 pandemic. Respondents also relied on 
direct communication with friends, family, or others in their potential travel destinations (39%, n=202), 
as well as traditional media (e.g., nightly news, reports, local newspapers) in their hometown (39%, 
n=201). Respondents were less likely to report using their own personal experience with the pandemic 
to inform travel decisions (15%, n=77) as well social media (8%, n=44).   
Question: Please identify the sources of information that are influencing your travel 
decisions during COVID-19? 
Table 23: Sources Influencing Travel Decisions During the Covid-19 Pandemic 
  N % 
Centers for Disease Control 354 68% 
Direct communication with friends, family, or 
others in potential destinations 
202 39% 
Traditional media in my hometown (e.g., news, 
reports, local newspapers) 201 39% 
Other 165 32% 
Traditional media in any planned destinations (e.g., 
news reports, local newspapers) 
136 26% 
Whether or not my event (e.g., conference or 
concern) was canceled 87 17% 
Personal experience in outbreak conditions 77 15% 
Social Media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) 44 8% 
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For those respondents who marked “Other” (32%, n = 165), their responses represented a wide range of 
sources. Of 165 respondents, 97 (58%) responses pertained to the US-Canadian border being closed. 
Twenty-one percent of respondents said being a high-risk individual informed their decision not to 
travel, while 17% said government mandates influenced their travel decisions, and 4% said their 
employers dictated travel restrictions. The following word cloud describes the most frequent words 
used when respondents were asked what sources of information they used that influenced their travel 
during COVID-19.  
 
Figure 9: Words Used to Describe "Other" Sources of Information Influencing Travel Decisions During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 
 
If respondents visited Montana during the pandemic AND said they saw advertisements for the 
Montana Aware campaign, they were prompted with a series of questions directly related to the 
campaign’s ability to influence their behavior. Of the respondents who satisfied both requirements, 43% 
(n=121) saw the Montana Aware campaign before planning their trip. However, only 13% (n=36) of 
respondents reported that the campaign influenced their decision to visit Montana. A greater number of 
respondents indicated that the campaign did influence what activities they participated in, with 35% 





Question: Did you see the Montana Aware campaign before planning your trip? 
Table 24: Did You See the "Montana Aware" Campaign Before Planning Your Trip 
 N % 
Yes 121 43% 
No 162 57% 
Total 283 100% 
Question: Did the Montana Aware campaign influence your decision to visit? 
Table 25: Did the "Montana Aware" Campaign Influence Your Decision to Visit Montana? 
 N % 
Yes 36 13% 
No 247 87% 
Total 283 100% 
Question: Did the Montana Aware campaign influence what activities you 
participated in while visiting Montana? 
Table 26: Did the "Montana Aware" Campaign Influence What Activities You Participated in While Visiting Montana? 
 N % 
Yes 100 35% 
No 183 65% 
Total 283 100% 
 
Respondents were then prompted to give more information regarding how the Montana Aware 
campaign both influenced their decision to visit as well as the activities they participated in while visiting 
Montana. Of the 36 respondents who said the campaign influenced their decision to visit, 25 gave some 
response in an open-ended section. 
28 
 
• 28% said MT Aware campaign helped them better understand guidelines 
“Where and when to use a mask.” 
• 20% said campaign helped inform them where to travel in MT 
“Helped in making decisions about where to visit, stay, eat.” 
• 16% said MT Aware helped inform them how to travel safe 
“If we would be safe when, where, or if we traveled in Montana.” 
• 16% said campaign encouraged them to visit MT 
“Provided comfort in the decision process that Montana was making efforts to keep 
people safe.” 
• 8% said they chose not visit MT because they didn’t want to risk bringing COVID-19 to 
family  
“I didn’t visit to see family during the holidays because I didn’t want to risk bringing it to 
them.” 
• Other comments 
“Hope others abide by it too.” 
 
As for how the campaign influenced what activities they participated in, 76 people responded to this 
question.  
 
• 41% said they changed activities in MT, like avoiding large crowds and indoor activities 
“Restricting our travel and activities while in Montana.” 
• 24% said they didn’t visit certain locations they otherwise would have  
“Didn't go to certain places I had planned on visiting.” 
• 12% Other 
• 11% Did not eat at restaurants 
“Social distanced and did not eat in restaurants.”   
• 9% felt places were safer with mask mandate  
“We felt safer out in public knowing others would be wearing masks and trying to keep 
the 6-foot distance.” 
• 1% said they chose different accommodations  








Montana and Social Media 
Social Media as an Attractor  
Respondents were then asked to share the effect social media has on where they decide to visit and 
where they choose not to. Overall, 38% of respondents said they had seen social media posts that made 
them want to visit Montana.  
Question: I have seen social media posts that made me want to visit Montana? 
Table 27: Social Media Posts That Made Me Want to Visit Montana 
 N % 
Yes 517 38% 
No 839 62% 
Total 1,356 100% 
 
The following word cloud displays the most frequent words used when respondents were asked to 
describe social media posts that inspired them to visit Montana. 
 
Figure 10: Words Used to Describe Social Media Posts That Made Respondents Want to Visit Montana 
 
When asked to explain the nature of the social media posts they saw that made them want to visit 
Montana, 468 respondents commented. Ninety-six people (21%) specifically commented that posts 
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focused on nature, recreation, or outdoor opportunities in Montana attracted them to the state. Direct 
quotations describing this sentiment are displayed below.  
 
“Being able to get outdoors and get away from other people.” 
“Camping in tree filled mountains with fresh water.” 
“Hiking, running, backpacking.” 
“Outdoor activities.” 
“Outdoor scenes and activities.” 
“The mountains, streams, views, and hunting.” 
 
Sixty-three respondents (14%) said that the general beauty of the state on social media attracted them 
and made them want to visit.  
“Any posts with pictures showing the beauty of Montana.” 
“Beautiful scenery.” 
“Just how beautiful it is. I miss visiting.” 
“Love the beauty there.” 
“Pictures of beautiful landscapes in Montana.” 
 
Sixty-one comments (13%) were categorized as “other” and people had a variety of different reasons 
social media made them want to visit Montana such as:  
“Family fun.” 
“Ghost Towns of Western Montana.” 
“Home prices.” 
“I saw a post for the Kettlehouse Amphitheater for live music this summer.” 
“Travel destinations.” 
 
Sixty people (13%) said they saw posts of family or friends that made them want to come to Montana to 
visit.  
“Acquaintances who live in Montana.” 
“Extended family in Montana continue to post about their home state.” 
“Friends moved to Montana and post beautiful photos! Can't wait to visit!” 
“Friends/family posts.” 
“Posts by Montana friends about their activities.” 
 
52 respondents (11%) said photos posted made them want to visit Montana. Some of these were people 
who enjoy professional photographers’ pictures they took of scenes in Montana, others did not specify.  
 
“I like photography so amazing images from Montana make me want to visit so I can also attempt to 
capture those images.” 
“Nature photography.” 




Forty-four (9%) people mentioned Glacier or Yellowstone National Park posts on social media was a 
factor in their decision to visit Montana.  
 
“Glacier and Yellowstone posts.” 
“Great photo of Glacier National Park.” 
“Pictures from the National parks.” 
 
Thirty-five said they specifically were attracted to Montana because of Facebook (7%), and 19 
mentioned Instagram (4%). Twenty-one people (4%) said they specifically saw an advertisement on 
social media about Montana that made them want to visit. Twelve people (3%) said they saw videos 
about Montana, and five (1%) said that they were specifically attracted to various lodging opportunities 
in Montana that they saw on social media. 
 
“I follow Facebook user groups or business that are specific to why I am traveling to Montana.” 
“Local Facebook groups.” 
“Instagram of hiking.” 
“Instagram pictures of beautiful scenery.” 
Social Media as a Detractor 
Conversely, respondents were also asked if they had seen social media posts that made them NOT want 
to visit Montana. Only 7% (n=94) of respondents said they had seen social media content that made 
them NOT want to visit the state. When asked to explain the nature of those posts, 93 respondents gave 
further elaboration on the topic.  
Question: I have seen social media posts that made me NOT want to visit Montana. 
Table 28: Social Media Posts That Made Me NOT Want to Visit Montana 
 N % 
Yes 94 7% 
No 1,259 93% 
Total 1,353 100% 
 
Overwhelmingly, respondents who were negatively influenced by social media were concerned with the 
political climate in Montana, some of which was directly related to COVID-19 regulations. The following 
word cloud displays the most frequent words used when respondents were asked to describe social 




Figure 11: Words Used to Describe Social Media Posts that Made Respondents NOT Want to Visit Montana 
 
 
Thirty-nine references were coded in this category, providing coverage for 45% of the respondents. The 
following are samples of quotes related to negative social media posts that made people not want to 
visit Montana: 
 
“Celebrating ‘extreme’ gun culture. Espousing conspiracy theories.” 
“I do not align myself with what I perceive to be the pervasive political views of Montana and so will not 
spend my dollars there.” 
“Political posts make me question whether I want to be in Montana.” 
“Posts about issues with racism and high numbers of hate groups in Montana.” 
“Posts by Montana politicians make me feel that Montana really is not that hospitable.” 
 
The next largest theme related to COVID-19. Twenty-three responses were about COVID-19 in general, 
and 16 were related specifically to Montana’s regulations - specifically about mask-wearing. This 
accounts for 45% of respondents seeing COVID-19 related social media posts that made them not want 
to visit, with 17% of respondents specifically referencing masks. The following are quotes that relate to 
posts respondents saw related to COVID-19 and Montana:  
 
“Anti-masker movement worried me. If businesses don't have employees wearing masks, I will not go 
there and I will leave.” 
“No mask wearing, denial of science.” 
“Covid-19 prevention and control measures and compliance.” 
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“Montana isn't taking Covid seriously.” 
“People opposing wearing masks or criticizing government officials for making proper Covid decisions.” 
 
Another theme that emerged from the data had to do with visitors feeling like Montana is already too 
crowded with tourists or the state “being full”. Five respondents commented on this, making it a 
coverage of 4%. Some quotes related to this were:  
 
“Montana is full, you're not welcome here.” 
“Too many people are finding out about the good, hidden places!” 
“Tourist overrun, I don’t want to be part of the problem.” 
 
All other comments were categorized under “other” and accounted for only 12% of responses.  
 
Finally, respondents were asked to if they had seen any social media posts or videos about certain areas 
of Montana that made them not want to return or visit that area. Similar to the previous question, 8% 
(n=101) of respondents indicated they had indeed seen content that made them not want to visit 
certain parts of the state. When asked to explain the nature of those posts, 82 respondents gave further 
description on the topic. 
Question: I have seen social media posts or videos about certain areas of Montana 
that made me NOT want to return or visit that area. 
Table 29: I Have Seen Posts or Videos on Social Media About Certain Areas of Montana That Made Me Not Want to Visit That 
Area 
 N % 
Yes 101 8% 
No 1,253 92% 
Total 1,354 100% 
 
 
The following word cloud displays the most frequent words used when respondents were asked how 




Figure 12: Words Used to Describe Social Media Posts that Made Respondents NOT Want to Visit Certain Areas of Montana 
 
Twenty-eight respondents (34%) said that social media posts or videos they had seen that made them 
not want to visit certain areas of Montana were related to the political climate in certain areas of the 
state.  
“Anti-maskers in Kalispell.” 
“Failure to comply with mask mandate in Kalispell & Whitefish area.” 
“I would avoid a town that politicized Trumps coup attempt in a positive way.” 
 




“Wolf and grizzly hunting.” 
 
Thirteen respondents (16%) said that their decision was related directly to COVID-19 and the lack of 
enforcement surrounding COVID protocols.  
 
“High COVID numbers.” 
“Lack of enforcement of distancing/mask recommendations.” 
“Mask mandates/local responses to travelers during the COVID-19 pandemic.” 
 






In addition to providing current use patterns and social media statistics on a national level, this report 
sheds light on several aspects of social media use and user generated content specifically related to the 
state of Montana. As a state that receives a majority if its visitation from travelers over the age of 45, 
understanding the nuanced differences between visitor types and demographics can allow marketers 
and tourism partners to better target specific audiences. Several findings from the report are worth 
revisiting.  
 
First, when comparing respondents’ social media use between numerous platforms the data were clear 
– Facebook was far and away the most popular social media platform. Respondents used Facebook in 
greater numbers while spending more time on the platform when compared to others. In addition, 
respondents trusted Facebook (although tepidly) for travel decisions and trip planning more than other 
social media platforms. Platforms like YouTube and Instagram were also popular with respondents, with 
64% and 34% of all respondents spending time on the platform in the last year, respectively.  
 
As a platform, Facebook’s user base has been trending towards an older demographic for several years. 
As the older demographic begins to use the platform, younger, potential users shy away from the 
platform in search of platforms with a more recognizable user base. For instance, only 33% of 
respondents under the age of 30 reported using Facebook on a daily basis while 70% reported using 
Instagram daily. Younger respondents were also more likely to report using newer social media 
platforms like TikTok and Snapchat. It should be noted that only 2% of respondents (n=34) were under 
the age of 30 for this survey. Of those respondents, a majority (64%) reported using social media at least 
two hours per day, with 18% (n=6) using it anywhere from four to five hours per day.  
 
Second, the average respondent to this survey was just shy of 61 years old. As noted in the literature 
review, younger adults (i.e., those 30 and under) tend to frequent social media more often and use a 
greater number of platforms, but older adults are beginning to catch up. Of those who were 65 years or 
older, 82% reported using at least one social media platform in the last year. In addition, 76% of 
respondents 65 and over reported using social media anywhere from one to three hours per day. 
Furthermore, 56% of those 65 and over use Facebook daily while another 30% use it weekly. When 
considering how to reach a potential visitor to Montana on a social media platform, defining the age of 
the target market would go a long way in narrowing down the best digital communication option for 
marketers.   
 
Third, when conducting searches for information related to Montana (whether before arriving or while 
in Montana) respondents favored information sources like Google, family and/or close friends, and 
travel websites like Yelp and Trip Advisor. Although some respondents reported using social media to 
find this information, respondents were much more reliant on searches that either used Google 
specifically or used Google as a passthrough to reach their intended location. These information sources 
were also the most likely ones to be used when determining where to go in Montana as well as 
understanding the availability of activities to do upon arrival. Information sources like podcasts, 
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organizations (e.g., non-profits, school, AAA), and magazines all reported much lower use from 
respondents.  
 
When further examining general use and search patterns, respondents agreed on their reliance of 
information generated from online reviews as well as social media. On average (x =3.52), respondents 
agreed that they often read other travelers’ online reviews to know what destinations made good 
impressions on others as well as reading reviews that made bad impressions on others (x =3.29). In 
addition, respondents agreed (x =3.45) that comments about Montana on social media are generally 
true, although no positive or negative valence was added or implied by the question. There was also soft 
agreement from respondents that posts or videos they see on social media influence the sights, 
experiences, and, ultimately, locations they visit when coming to Montana. However, respondents did 
not agree (x= 2.54) with the statement that they were more likely to travel to Montana during the 
COVID-19 pandemic because of what they had seen on social media. Finally, respondents did not agree 
(x =2.44) that individuals and organizations on social media influenced their travel decisions more than 
information from the state of Montana.  
 
Lastly, respondents were asked to elaborate on social media content they had seen that made them 
want to visit Montana as well as content that would deter them from future visitation. Thirty-eight 
percent of respondents (n=517) indicated they had seen social media posts that made them want to 
visit, with 468 of those sharing their written responses. Respondents frequently mentioned that the 
aesthetic beauty captured in the social media posts or videos was their reason for visiting the state. 
Whether it was one of the two national parks, images of pristine landscapes, or wildlife, the stunning 
natural beauty of Montana was the most recognizable selling point associated with social media 
content.  
 
Conversely, only a small percentage (7%) reported seeing social media posts that made them NOT want 
to visit Montana. Of those respondents, they cited seeing posts focused on the current political climate 
as well as the lack of seriousness around COVID-19 precautions as reasons for not wanting to visit the 
state. In particular, areas in the Flathead, like Kalispell and Whitefish, were mentioned a several times as 
locations respondents wanted to avoid due to their perceived lack of seriousness surrounding COVID-19 
protocols such as mask wearing and social distancing.  
 
As a state that is known for its natural beauty, it comes as little surprise that platforms focused on 
providing a visually compelling experience are popular with previous visitors to Montana. Sites like 
Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram all offer users the ability interact with visually appealing content, 
something that is a bonus for travel destinations like Montana. However not all platforms are created 
equal, and understanding the differences between user groups can allow marketers, county officials, 
and business owners to more effectively target their ads and content with the hope of increasing the 
return on their marketing investment. As the number of social platforms continues to grow, this report 
will help provide information to more easily identify and segment potential future visitors, as well as 
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Appendix A:  Survey Questions 
Q1) Have you used at least one social media platform in the last year? 
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  
 
Q2) Which of the following online social media sites have you used in the last year? 
 Facebook  (1)  
 Snapchat  (2)  
 Pinterest  (3)  
 YouTube  (4)  
 Instagram  (5)  
 WhatsApp  (6)  
 LinkedIn  (7)  
 Reddit  (8)  
 Twitter  (9)  
 TikTok  (10)  
 Other  (11) ________________________________________________ 
 
Q2a) How often do you use [enter all social media sites selected above]?  
o Daily  (1)  
o 4-6 times a week  (2)  
o 2-3 times a week  (3)  
o Once a week  (4)  
o 2-3 times a month  (5)  
o Once a month or less  (6)  
 





Q4) Of the social media sites you use, which one are you most likely to trust for travel decisions and trip planning?  
o Facebook  (1)  
o Snapchat  (2)  
o Pinterest  (3)  
o YouTube  (4)  
o Instagram  (5)  
o WhatsApp  (6)  
o LinkedIn  (7)  
o Reddit  (8)  
o Twitter  (9)  
o TikTok  (10)  


































We would now like you to think back to your last trip to Montana. 
 
Q5) For each information source listed below, please indicate when and how you used it.  
 Used while in Montana Purpose of Information Use 








to go in Montana 
(1) 




Family/close friends (1)            
Montana travel website 
(visitmt.com) (2)            
Organization (e.g., Non-profit, 
school, AAA) (3)            
Colleagues/Acquaintances (4)            
Social Media (5)            
Magazines (6)            
Podcasts (7)            
Other websites (e.g., Yelp, 
TripAdvisor) (8)            
Road signs (9)            
Google (10)            
 





Q7) What was the primary reason for your trip? 
o Vacation/recreation/pleasure  (1)  
o Just passing through  (2)  
o Visit friends/relatives/family event  (3)  
o Business/convention/meeting  (4)  
o Shopping  (5)  
o Other  (6) ________________________________________________ 
 
Q8) How far in advance did you plan this most recent trip to Montana? 
o Less than a week before travelling  (1)  
o 1-2 weeks before travelling  (2)  
o 3-4 weeks before travelling  (3)  
o 1-2 months before travelling  (4)  
o 3-5 months before travelling  (5)  
o 6 or more months before travelling  (6)  
 
Q9) How far in advance do you typically begin planning to visit tourist destinations other than Montana? 
o Less than a week before traveling  (1)  
o 1-2 weeks before traveling  (2)  
o 3-4 weeks before traveling  (3)  
o 1-2 months before traveling  (4)  
o 3-5 months before traveling  (5)  




Q10) Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements:  
I trust ${Q4/ChoiceGroup/SelectedChoices} for travel decisions and trip planning more than.... 
 Strongly disagree (1) 
Somewhat disagree 
(2) 
Neither agree nor 
disagree (3) Somewhat agree (4) Strongly agree (5) 
Search engines (e.g., 
Google) (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
Other official travel 
websites (e.g., 
booking.com) (2)  o  o  o  o  o  
Travel brochures (3)  o  o  o  o  o  
Review sites (e.g., 
Yelp, TripAdvisor) 
(4)  o  o  o  o  o  
Commercial 
operators (5)  o  o  o  o  o  
Visitor centers (6)  o  o  o  o  o  
Travel guides (e.g., 
guidebooks) (7)  o  o  o  o  o  
Friends and family 






























Q11) Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements: 









Comments about Montana on social 
media are generally true. (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
The posts and videos I see on social 
media influence where I visit in 
Montana. (2)  o  o  o  o  o  
The posts and videos I see on social 
media influence the sights and 
experiences I seek out once I am in 
Montana. (3)  o  o  o  o  o  
I often read other travelers' online 
reviews to know what destinations 
made good impression on others. (4)  o  o  o  o  o  
I am more likely to travel to Montana 
than other places during the COVID-19 
pandemic because of what I have seen 
on social media. (6)  o  o  o  o  o  
Individuals and organizations I follow 
on social media influence my travel 
decisions more than information I 
receive from the state of Montana. (7)  o  o  o  o  o  
I often read other travelers' online 
reviews to know what destinations 





Q12) Have you visited Montana during the COVID-19 pandemic (since March 2020)?  
o Yes  (1)  




Q12a) If no, why not? 
o Had no plans/intention to visit (1)  
o Plans canceled due to COVID-19 (2)  






Q12b) Please identify the sources of information that are influencing your travel decisions during COVID-19 (Mark all that apply) 
 Centers for Disease Control (CDC), or similar body, reports  (1)  
 Social Media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter)  (2)  
 Traditional media in my home town (e.g., news reports, local newspapers)  (3)  
 Traditional media in any planned destinations (e.g., news reports, local newspapers)  (4)  
 Whether or not my event (e.g., conference or concert) was canceled  (5)  
 Direct communication with friends, family, or others in potential destinations  (6)  
 Personal experience in outbreak conditions  (7)  
 Other, please describe:  (8) ________________________________________________ 
 
Q13) Have you seen the "Montana Aware" campaign for safe traveling in Montana during COVID-19? 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q14) Did you see the "Montana Aware" campaign before planning your trip? 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q15) Did the "Montana Aware" campaign influence your decision to visit? 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q15a) Please describe how:  
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q16) Did the "Montana Aware" campaign influence what activities you participated in while visiting Montana? 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 





Q17) I have seen social media posts that made me want to visit Montana.  
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q17a) Please explain the nature of the social media posts you saw that made you want to visit Montana. 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q18) I have seen social media posts that made me NOT want to visit Montana. 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q18a) Please explain the nature of the social media posts you saw that made you NOT want to visit Montana. 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q19) I have seen posts or videos on social media about certain areas of Montana that made me not want to return or visit that 
area. 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q19a) Please explain the nature of the social media posts or videos you saw that made you not want to return to that area. 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
Q20) How many times have you visited Montana? 
o 1   
o 2-10   
o 10-15 
o 15-20   




Q21) What activities do you participate in when visiting Montana? 
 Scenic driving (1)  
 Day hiking (2)  
 Wildlife watching (3)  
 Nature photography (4)  
 Recreational shopping (5)  
 Car/RV Camping (6)  
 Visit local breweries (7)  
 Visiting historical sites (8)  
 Visit museums (9)  
 Fishing/Fly fishing (10)  
 
 
Q22) What was your main mode of travel on your last trip to Montana?  
o Car or truck (1)  
o Airplane (2)  
o Train (3)  
o RV (4)  
o Motorcycle (5)  




Q23) Who were you traveling with on your last trip to Montana?  
o Self (1)  
o Couple (2)  
o Immediate family (3)  
o Friends (4)  
o Family and friends (5)  
o Business associates (6)  
o Extended family (7)  
o Organized group or club (8)  
 
Q24) Do you own a second home or condo in Montana?  
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q25) Did you spend an extended time at your second home due to COVID-19? 
o Yes (1)  
o No (2)  
 
Q26) Which of the following best describes your highest level of education completed? 
o Less than high school (1)  
o High school graduate (2)  
o Some college (3)  
o Vocational/Trade school (4)  
o 2-year college degree (5)  
o 4-year college degree (6)  




Q27) Which category represents your annual household income? 
o Less than $25,000 (1)  
o $25,000 to $49,999 (2)  
o $50,000 to $74,999 (3)  
o $75,000 to $99,999 (4)  
o $100,000 to $149,999 (5)  
o $150,000 to $199,999 (6)  
o $200,000 or more (7)  
 
Q28) Which of these categories best describes your race? Select all that apply 
 White   
 Asian   
 American Indian or Alaska Native  
 Native Hawaiian of Pacific Islander   
 Black or African American   
 Hispanic   
 
Q29 What is your age?  
________________________________________________________________ 




Appendix B:  Social Media Trust Comparisons 
 
Table 30: Social Media Trust Comparisons 
I trust _____________ for 
travel decisions and trip 
planning more than…. 
Facebook Instagram LinkedIn Pinterest Reddit Twitter WhatsApp YouTube 
Search engines (e.g., Google) 2.40 2.60 2.54 2.79 2.71 2.46 2.39 2.69 
Other official travel websites 
(e.g., booking.com) 2.48 2.67 2.43 2.79 2.79 2.50 2.61 2.66 
Travel brochures 2.52 2.57 2.31 2.77 2.76 2.67 2.71 2.74 
Review sites (e.g., Yelp, 
TripAdvisor) 2.54 2.59 2.45 2.77 2.87 2.58 2.86 2.73 
Commercial operators 2.62 2.71 2.51 2.86 3.21 2.75 2.79 2.94 
Visitor centers 2.43 2.41 2.17 2.56 2.63 2.21 2.50 2.53 
Travel guides 2.43 2.52 2.21 2.56 2.47 2.33 2.52 2.57 
Friends and family 2.55 2.54 2.35 2.55 2.29 2.17 2.36 2.51 
 
